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Both Aboriginal students and gifted students have been identified as educationally 
disadvantaged groups with needs that are often not adequately met by the Australian 
educational system.  Hence, gifted Aboriginal students are particularly vulnerable to 
underachievement.  As all students should receive the opportunity to fulfill their 
potential, there is a need to establish how to support gifted Aboriginal children’s 
achievement from an early age.  The identification and achievement of gifted 
Aboriginal children is affected by culture conflict, the lack of knowledge of culturally 
sensitive identification measures of giftedness, and the anti-intellectual Australian 
ethos.  This paper discusses the case studies of two young gifted Aboriginal girls and 
describes the support they will require for continued success.  Ten practical 
suggestions are presented to assist teachers to nurture and promote the achievements 
of young gifted Aboriginal children. 




The role of education is to support students’ learning and facilitate the development of 
their unique potential.  However, education is more successful for some populations than 
for others.  Hence, particular populations are deemed “at risk” of underachievement.  
Amongst those acknowledged to be at risk are Aboriginal students (Ritchie & Edwards, 
1996), and gifted students (Rimm, 1997, 1999).  Thus, gifted Aboriginal students 
constitute a “high risk” group because their cultural and intellectual characteristics are 
generally not well accommodated in our school system.  This paper explores the 
characteristics and needs of young gifted Aboriginal students in their first year at school to 
provide an insight into ways to provide for this “high risk” population.  First, salient issues 
in the education and achievement of Aboriginal, and gifted students are presented.  Second, 
the cases of two young gifted female Aboriginal students are discussed.  Finally, ten 
suggestions are presented to support the needs of young gifted Aboriginal students.    
 
Aboriginality and Education  
Aboriginal people are distinguished by characteristics of identity, bonds of kinship, and 
specific language use (Pardington, 1998).  An Aboriginal person’s identity is extremely 
important because this is how he or she develops a ‘sense of self’ or ‘feeling of belonging’ 
(Taylor, 1999) and extends to knowledge of his or her place in the family structure.  
“Aboriginal English”, reflects the culture and identity of Aboriginal people and is a 
predominant cultural difference between indigenous and non-indigenous populations.  An 
estimated 93 percent of the Aboriginal population in Queensland use non-standard English 
(Tripcony, 1995).  Although urban Aborigines may live in a similar physical setting to that 
of non-indigenous Australians, there is a difference in their social context (Pardington & 
McCudden, 1993).  Aborigines value extended families, and engage in community-
oriented economic behaviour.  Despite the similarities between Aborigines they may differ 
from each other in customs, culture, language, and social structure (Pardington, 1998).  
They may also differ in physical characteristics.  Aboriginal people may have dark or fair 
hair, skin or eye colour (Pardington & McCudden, 1993).  Hence, it is not possible to 
describe or define a typical Aboriginal person (Pardington, 1998).   
 
Aboriginal students are the most educationally disadvantaged group (Ritchie & Edwards, 
1996).  According to Bishop (1988) educational achievement is affected by culture 
conflict.  Although Aboriginal children begin school with prior knowledge about everyday 
life, their content knowledge and the methods by which they gained this knowledge may 
differ from mainstream children (Butterworth & Candy, 1998).  Ogbu (1994) argues that it 
is these stylistic differences rather than content differences that underpin the problems 
minority students experience at school.  Stylistic differences include particular learning 
styles, styles of thought, and ways of communicating.  Parents of Aboriginal children 
recognise that through education their children can have a better future and want their 
children to be bicultural and learn to live in two worlds (Glover, 1994).  Thus, Aboriginal 
children need to develop the beliefs and values of the Aboriginal culture as well as learn 
the knowledge and skills of the mainstream culture (Potter, 1994).  However, Aboriginal 
and mainstream cultures are not necessarily compatible.  Hence, Aboriginal parents suffer 
the dilemma in knowing that their child needs to be able to function in the mainstream 
culture, while at the same time knowing that schooling may undermine and contradict their 
own cultural beliefs and identity (Glover, 1994).  
 
Giftedness and Minority Students 
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Minority groups can be disadvantaged in mainstream processes that seek to identify gifted 
students, and consequently, there is a disparity in the participation of minority students in 
gifted programs (Frasier, 1997).  These disadvantages may result from cultural, ethnic, or 
racial differences; language or economic difficulties; teachers’ low expectations of 
culturally or linguistically diverse students; or teachers’ failure to recognize gifted 
behaviours exhibited by minority students (Frasier, 1997).  Frasier (1997) argues that the 
ten core attributes of giftedness that are applicable across cultural groups are: 
communication, motivation, interest, problem solving ability, imagination, creativity, 
memory, humour, inquiry, insight and reasoning.   
 
Gifted Aboriginal Students 
Gibson (1998) explored the applicability of Frasier’s attributes to the Aboriginal culture in 
a study that involved Aboriginal community members and teachers of Aboriginal students.  
She found that the ten attributes identified by Frasier were applicable to gifted Aboriginal 
students and that these traits were displayed in culturally recognisable ways.  For example, 
imagination and creativity were displayed through “story telling and yarning” (Gibson, 
1998, p. 83).  Gibson argued that cultural appropriateness also accounted for behaviours 
that were unseen.  For example, gifted Aboriginal students would not display exceptional 
inquisitiveness through “probing questioning”.  Gibson (1998) also proposed that 
interpersonal/intrapersonal ability was a further attribute valued by Aborigines that 
involves having a heightened understanding of self and others. 
 
Gifted Aboriginal students may be educationally disadvantaged if they are not identified 
because their need for a challenging and appropriately paced curriculum may be 
overlooked.  The pace of delivery in the regular classroom is often too slow for many 
gifted students and a source of boredom and frustration (Benbow & Lubinski, 1997; 
Diezmann & Watters, 1997).  Thus, young gifted pre-school students may benefit from 
early entry to school (Diezmann, Watters, & Fox, 2001).  The pace and challenge of the 
curriculum is particularly problematic for gifted Aboriginal students who may be learning 
in environments that emphasise remedial work (Gibson, 1998).  Failure to identify gifted 
Aboriginal students can also limit these students’ opportunities to work in enrichment 
activities with like-minded peers.  For example, over half of the enrichment programs in 
Queensland relied on teacher nominations where success in school subjects and academic 
excellence were the main criteria for inclusion of students in gifted programs (Gibson, 
1998).  Such criteria may not be sufficiently culturally sensitive to identify gifted 
Aboriginal students.   
 
One of the goals of education of Aboriginal students identified by parents is for them to 
become bi-cultural (Pardington, 1998).  However, this can mitigate against the success of 
gifted Aboriginal students because the Australian ethos supports the “underdog” rather 
than the potential high achiever (Gross, 1993).  These students are further disadvantaged 
because the “most culturally different Aboriginal students” do not receive an equitable 
share of classroom time and resources (Malin, 1990, p 312).  Given the challenges that 
gifted Aboriginal students face in fulfilling their potential, the following case studies are 
presented to provide an insight into ways teachers can support these children.  Young 
female students were selected for investigation because early identification and 
differentiated programming of young gifted students is essential (Sisk, 1998) and gifted 
females are particularly at risk of underachievement (Kerr, 1997).  The sources of girls’ 
underachievement include a reluctance to participate in non traditional domains, 
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conforming to peer group norms to maintain friendships, having low expectations of their 
ability to succeed, and sacrificing career aspirations for family.       
 
CASE STUDIES 
Jane and Gemma were two six-year-old gifted Aboriginal students in a Year 1 class, which 
one of us (Cronin) taught at a remote island school off North Queensland.  At this school, 
basic skills and remedial intervention were emphasized.  Resources were scarce, and 
funding for gifted students was minimal.   
 
Jane and Gemma were not formally assessed using F-TAP1 (Frasier, 1997), however, they 
exhibited many aspects of giftedness measured by F-TAP.  Additionally, they 
demonstrated the cluster of traits of giftedness, namely, above-average abilities, high task 
commitment, and high levels of creativity (Renzulli, 1978). 
 
Jane  
Jane was an enthusiastic class member, who did not complain of boredom, even when 
activities lacked challenge for her.  She made rapid progress in reading and writing, and 
had excellent oral language skills.  Jane did not flaunt her abilities, but assisted other 
students when the teacher was unavailable.  Jane had a heightened sense of awareness for 
others’ feelings and would openly praise the efforts of her peers.  Her amiable personality 
and willingness to help others made Jane popular.  Jane was the only child in the class who 
was not related to at least one other class member.  Her heightened socio-emotional 
maturity was uncommon for children of this age, but her ability to help others was highly 
valued at school. 
 
Jane’s family consisted of two parents and a younger brother.  The family was cared for by 
Jane’s mother, who enquired about her daughter’s school progress every few months.  
Jane’s mother was very proud of her daughter and was surprised with her good progress, 
because, as a child, she had experienced difficulties at school.  The emphasis in Jane’s 
home was on oral culture and she had limited access to books and pencils.  This lack of 
emphasis on written language was reflected in the community, for example, by the lack of 
street and shop signs.  Jane’s father did not have a tertiary qualification but worked as an 
Indigenous health worker, who had social and cultural knowledge of the Aboriginal 
community.  Jane’s mother was not employed.  Domestic violence was a recurring feature 
of Jane’s home life.  Usually, Jane would only attend school three to four days per week.  
Her absence was followed by explanations, from Jane, that there was trouble at home and 
that she, and her mother and brother, had been staying at the women’s shelter.  Jane’s 
father had no interaction with school staff. 
 
Gemma 
Gemma had advanced written and oral skills, including an extensive vocabulary, and was 
very serious about her school work.  For example, she explained that she came to school to 
learn, and although playing was fun, she really wanted to get on with her work.  Gemma 
would complain if the work was too easy.  In mathematics, she was unwilling to use 
concrete materials and associated their use with playing.  Gemma was very self-confident 
and had a competitive spirit and she would point out that her work was better than her 
peers.  Her confidence and competitiveness may have resulted from her close relationships 
with children of similar ages.  Gemma was the second eldest of four girls.  Her three sisters 
                                                 
1 Formal identification measures were not typically used at this school.    
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were close to her in age and some of her cousins were also her classmates.  Gemma 
generally did not have a happy disposition, and was not well-liked by the majority of her 
classmates, whom she often treated with contempt.  However, Gemma socialized well with 
Jane and they became good friends and cooperative study partners.   
 
Unlike most children in this community, Gemma and her sisters had books and were read 
to by their parents.  Pencils and paper were also available at home.  Gemma’s mother 
worked with the Health Team, and was training to be an audiologist.  Her father worked on 
the council undertaking general duties.  Gemma’s parents were very aware of her 
giftedness  There was conflict between with Gemma and her eleven month older and non-
gifted sister and they often fought in the playground.  Gemma’s mother explained that her 
elder daughter was jealous of Gemma’s scholastic ability and was embarrassed that she 
was not as capable as Gemma.  In contrast to Jane, Gemma did not use her advanced skills 
to assist others, but rather she used her skills to create havoc at home.  For example, one 
afternoon while Gemma’s mother was outside hanging out clothes, Gemma left a note 
saying that she had taken her younger sisters for a walk to the store ― something Gemma 
was not allowed to do. After a lot of commotion in the home, Gemma let her sisters out of 
the cupboard and removed her hands from her sisters’ mouths. She had been smothering 
their giggles.   
 
Supporting Jane and Gemma 
Although Gemma and Jane were only Year 1 students, their language skills were 
sufficiently advanced for them to participate successfully in an enrichment program with 
Year 2 students.  This program was taught by the learning support teacher and intended for 
students from Year 2 to Year 7.  Year 1 students were not assessed for this program.  Once 
the learning support teacher became aware that these girls were only Year 1 students, she 
questioned their capability to participate in the enrichment activities.  She was also critical 
that teachers had advanced the students to this high level.  Initially, the learning support 
teacher’s opinion of these students was based on the belief that due to these children’s 
limited school experience, they would be incapable of working successfully in the 
program.  However, once she assessed these students, she reluctantly agreed that they 
could remain in the program. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Both Jane and Gemma will need ongoing support throughout their schooling if they are to 
fulfill their potential.  Due to the focus on “the basics” in this school and the perceived 
relationship between age and performance, strong advocacy will be needed to ensure that 
these they receive adequate support, particularly in language development, which is their 
common area of strength.  Both girls were very articulate and their reading and creative 
writing were very advanced for their age.  These students often asked for more difficult 
work; were highly motivated to learn; and worked confidently with older students.  School 
support may include the provision of challenging classroom work in language, and the 
opportunity to participate in appropriate enrichment programs.  Optimally, these girls 
should also receive encouragement in their language development at home.  Especially in 
Jane’s case, it would be necessary to liase with her parents to provide adequate written 
resources at home.  Jane’s achievement and attendance should be monitored closely.  Over 
time, disrupted attendance may have a deleterious affect on her achievement. 
 
While Gemma’s parents value written literacy and she is a regular school attendee, her 
social skills need development.  Her current social isolation from her classmates will make 
Jane and Gemma go to school: Supporting young gifted Aboriginal students 
 
 6
it difficult for Gemma to work in team situations and may result in loneliness.  As Gemma 
works effectively with Jane, she may benefit from the opportunity to work with like-
minded peers or older children whose intellectual capability is closer to her own.  Options 
that may support Gemma’s socialisation and giftedness include ability grouping, placement 
in a multi-grade class or grade skipping.   
 
Though Jane and Gemma are very capable students, they are also “at risk” because there 
are early indicators that may preclude them from high achievement or adversely affect 
their social acceptance.  At present, being female does not appear to be affecting these 
students’ achievement.  However, given the tendency of females towards 
underachievement these girls’ achievements and aspirations should be closely monitored 
(Rimm, 1999).  Gifted females, in particular, need opportunities to engage in non-
traditionally female-oriented activities and subjects, and exposure to a variety of female 
role models (Rimm, 1999).  Gemma’s mother provides a career role model for her 
daughter.  Gemma was very proud when her mother came to the school to check the 
students’ hearing.  However, not only does Jane not have a similar strong female role 
model but she is receiving constant exposure to the role of her mother, as a victim, who 
needs to constantly flee domestic violence. 
 
CONCLUSIONS  
All students need an education that provides them with the opportunity to fully develop 
their potential.  We can support young gifted Aboriginal students to fulfil their potential in 
the following ten ways.    
 
1. Dispel the myth that a child cannot be Aboriginal and gifted.  This myth is enacted 
through the lack of identification of gifted Aboriginal students, and limited 
opportunities for gifted students to work on challenging tasks and interact with like-
minded peers. 
 
2. Be proactive in identifying young gifted Aboriginal children.  Student achievement and 
socialisation can be adversely affected from a young age.  
 
3. Use culturally sensitive measures to identify gifted Aboriginal students. For example, 
more emphasis should be placed on oral language indicators and less attention on 
written indicators.  
 
4. Assess Aboriginal students in situations in which they are at ease.  For example, some 
Aboriginal children may perform better in small group situations than individually. 
 
5. Advocate for an appropriately challenging curriculum for gifted Aboriginal children.  
“Dumbing down” the curricula can have negative cognitive and motivational 
consequences for gifted students.   
 
6. Regularly monitor the performance of gifted students and respond to adverse changes 
in performance in achievement, attitude or behaviour.  Early detection of difficulties 
provides an opportunity to address these difficulties before they are insurmountable. 
 
7. Ensure that gifted Aboriginal children receive an equitable share of attention and 
resources.  While gifted children have the potential to succeed, they need our support 
to achieve their potential.   




8. Develop a supportive relationship with the child’s family, and where possible, address 
issues that may adversely affect the child’s achievement.  For example, if a child has 
few books at home, arrange to increase the number of books a child may borrow from 
the library or encourage the child to change books more frequently.  
 
9. Provide opportunities for students to participate in a broad range of activities and 
subjects, and expose them to a variety of role models that extend beyond the traditional 
roles and occupations.  Educators play a key role in “breaking” cycles that restrict 
individuals to particular roles by providing them with visions of alternative career and 
lifestyle options, and early support to achieve these visions.  
 
10. Nominate Aboriginal children for enrichment programs.  Enrichment programs can 
provide a stimulating environment where gifted students can work and socialise with 
like-minded peers.  
 
While gifted Aboriginal students may have the potential to contribute to society and 
achieve personal satisfaction, they may require considerable support and guidance to 
realise their potential.  This necessitates a proactive response from educators in the early 
childhood years, which includes the development of culturally sensitive home-school 
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